






Between Sport and Bioethics: 
Grounding the Philosophy of Mountaineering
Abstract
Mountaineering encompasses a vast number of practices and it is becoming an umbrella 
term for a set of human outdoor practices. Although categorised as a sport, mountaineer-
ing resists to the standard definition of sport and especially to mainstream understanding 
of sport as a competitive activity. On the other hand, usual ethical questions concerning 
sports do not cover the vast majority of mountaineering practices, thus calling for a 
wider normative perspective – a bioethical analysis. It is argued that such an approach 
could ground the possibility of understanding mountaineering as a peculiar sort of sport, 
and differentiate its special features by using bioethical analysis. Thus, it is showed that 
mountaineering is a unique sport, but also that mountaineer shares and promotes a genu-
ine life philosophy exemplifying a truly bioethical worldview. Mountaineer is guided by 

















Similarly,	 as	 “most	 contemporary	 philoso-
phers	 simply	 ignored	 sport,	presupposing	or	
assuming	that	it	was	too	trivial	a	human	affair	






trying	 to	 build	 and	 elaborate	 some	 kind	 of	
“personal	 philosophy”,	 without	 tendency	 to	
reflect	 on	 the	 general	 features	 of	 mountain-
eering	 sports	 or	 finding	 universal	 patterns	















To	 answer	 these	 questions,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	we	 have	 to	 analyse	 the	 rela-





Mountaineering as a Sport
Mountaineering	resists	to	any	classical	definition	and	categorisation.	It	 is	a	
mix	of	sport,	leisure,	outdoor	hobby	and	personal	adventure.	If	we	take	the	










tive”	elements	 from	mountaineering	and	 focused	 just	on	“mountain	climb-
ing”	and	“rock	climbing”.	Mountain	climbing	has	a	competitive	element	in	
the	historical	race	of	“first	ascents”	primarily	towards	Alpine	and	Himalayan	
highest	 peaks	 (cf.	 Donnelly,	 1999a:	 262–264),	 and	 rock-climbing	 evolved	
from	it	much	later,	as	a	sport	with	specific	rules,	tools	and	standards	(cf.	Don-















































to	 mention	 two	 anthologies	 –	 McNamee	 &	
Morgan	(eds.,	2015),	and	Torres	(ed.,	2014),	
but	also	the	two	specialised	journals	–	Journal 
of the philosophy of Sport	 and	 Sport ethics 
and philosophy.
4
There	 obviously	 is	 such	 ethics:	 the	 major-
ity	of	philosophical	analysis	concerned	with	
sport	 is	 related	 to	 ethics	 (see	 the	 previous	
footnote	for	a	brief	list	of	primary	references	
on	the	philosophy	of	sport	–	all	including	eth-
ics	 of	 sport).	 We	 can	 say	 that	 the	 ethics	 of	
sport	is	especially	stressed	in	the	philosophy	
of	 sport	 discussion.	 Almost	 all	 of	 the	 most	
influential	 philosophers	 of	 sport	 dealt	 with	






It	 is	 important	 to	 note	 that	 this	 “split”	 is	
present	in	the	discussion	about	core	values	in	
mountaineering	and	generally	in	sport.	It	can	
be	 said	 that	 there	are	 two	basic	 standpoints,	
a	 real	 clash	 between	 values:	 UK	 amateur	
gentlemen	vision	of	 sport	 (doing	sport	 for	a	
mere	enjoyment)	and	US	professional	(highly	
competitive:	sport	as	a	career	opportunity	and	




mountaineer	 be	 at	 all	 professional?	 Or	 the	
true	 nature	 of	 it	 is	 in	 amateurism?!	 I	 thank	
William	Morgan	for	these	observations.
6













as	 for	 example	 the	 Piolet	 d’Or	 (French	 for	
‘golden	 ice	axe’),	an	annual	mountaineering	
award	 given	 by	 the	 French	 magazine	 Mon-
tagnes	 and	The	Groupe	de	Haute	Montagne	





petitions	 and	 views	 promoted	 by	 them	 see	





























































































tion,	capturing	 the	essential	 idea	of	a	mountain	climbing:	 it	 is	usually	 in	a	







Before	considering	 the	case	further,	we	would	 like	 to	highlight	something.	
Introducing	non-competitiveness	and	cooperativeness	into	the	game,	and	es-
9









means,	 and	 enforced	 by	 both	 self-discipline	
and	social	pressure”	(Donnelly,	1999b:	326).
10
The	 classical	 debates	 in	 the	 ethics	 of	 sport	
are	 primarily	 related	 to	 fair	 play	 issues	 (cf.	
Loland,	2002;	Simon,	Torres	&	Hager,	2015;	



















































ways	 considered	 risky	 –	 even	 minor	 climbs	 or	 hikes	 have	 plenty	 of	 risks:	










































The	 best	 example	 is	 probably	 the	 climb	 on	
one	 of	 the	 deadliest	 mountain	 in	 the	 world	
–	K2	 (Chogori)	 in	 the	Karakoram:	 to	 climb	
the	 top,	 the	 only	 possible	 route	 goes	 under	
the	 overhanging	 seracs,	 through	 so-called	
“Bottleneck”,	a	narrow	couloir.	Statistically,	
every	 fourth	 person	 dies	 during	 this	 highly	


















ting	 blisters	 from	 poison	 ivy	 in	 the	 area,	 a	
real	challenge	for	a	further	walk	(or	climb!),	





are	 travelling	 in	 these	 kinds	 of	 areas:	 from	












































Content, especially concerning the living world
Mountaineering	is	unique	both	in	 the	world	of	sports	and	outside	of	 it,	 in	
emphasising	the	need	for	the	protection	of	life.	This	emphasise	is	general	–	it	
encompasses	the	entire	living	world	and	non-living	environment.	The	stated	
could	 be	 easily	 traced	 through	 several	 declarations	 and	 recommendations	
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as	 exclusively	 related	 to	 life	 (bios).	 Potter	
coined	 the	 name	 of	 the	 discipline	 merging	













in	 history	 the	 term	 ‘Bioethics’	 (Bio-Ethik)	
defining	 it	 as	 “the	 assumption	of	 ethical	 re-




tive:	 “Respect	 every	 living	 being	 in	 general	
as	an	end	in	itself	and	treat	it,	if	possible,	as	
such!”	 (ibid:	 18).	 For	 further	 elaboration	 of	
Potter’s	 and	 Jahr’s	 views	 see	 their	 seminal	
works:	Potter	(1971)	and	Jahr	(2012	[1927]).	
In	 the	 “official”	 definition	 by	Encyclopedia	
of	 Bioethics,	 this	 orientation	 towards	 life	
is	 clearly	 stated	 through	 defining	 a	 content	
(the	 subject	of	 investigation)	of	bioethics	as	





Some	 “classical”	 bioethical	 issues,	 such	 as	
abortion,	is	unimaginable	even	in	comprehen-
















State	 School,	 research	 of	 cancer	 in	Jewish	
Chronic	 Disease	 Hospital,	 Tuskegee	 Syphi-
lis	Study)	and	new	medical	possibilities	first	
used	 (e.g.	 technological	 advancement	 in	
haemodialysis	–	“God	Committee”	in	Seattle,	
first	 transplantation	of	heart	–	opened	issues	
of	 victim’s	 consent,	 possibilities	 opened	 by	
usage	of	life-supporting	machines	as	respira-
tors	–	case	of	Anne	Karen	Quinlan),	brought	





which	 are	 firmly	 laid	 in	 the	 fundaments	 of	
bioethics.	 For	 an	 overview	 of	 the	 birth	 and	
historical	development	of	bioethics,	see	Jon-




Ivana	 Zagorac	 argues	 for	 such	 a	 bioethical	
worldview	 and	 gives	 several	 examples	 of	
proponents	of	such	a	world	view:	Fritz	Jahr,	
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Methodological aspect
Mountaineering	 projects	 could	 be	 seen	 as	 dealing	 with	 concrete	 bioethical	
issues	because	 they	 include	 the	questions	of	 life	 safeguarding,	 the	 security	
of	the	whole	group	and	the	protection	of	the	environment	(see	talk	about	the	





























e)	 Meteorology:	 this	knowledge	is	necessary	 to	plan	correctly	and	respond	













f)		 Chemistry and physics:	knowledge	about	physical	features	of	the	terrain	
is	important	for	preparation	(physical,	psychological	and	technical).	For	
example,	going	to	Velebit	with	sandals	is	crazy	considering	the	sharpness	
of	 limestone	formations	there.	This	 is	especially	important	 if	we	would	
SYNTHESIS	PHILOSOPHICA	
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concerning	 the	 steepness	 of	 slopes	 or	 chemistry	 of	 ice	 transformation	
concerning	the	stability	of	surface	could	be	sufficient	reason	to	quit	the	
project	and	go	back	(e.g.	 relating	 to	 the	possibility	of	avalanches).	An-
other	 example	 is	 the	 knowledge	 about	 boiling	 conditions	 (of	 water)	 at	
high	altitudes.










































ing: The Freedom of the Hills,	 republished	
and	 updated	 in	 9	 editions	 (last	 edition	 in	
2017).	I	used	the	7th	edition	(Cox	&	Fulsaas,	
2003).	 I	 will	 provide	 a	 more	 practical	 and	





























Thus,	 the	pluralism	and	plurisperspectivism	 is	 another	demand	of,	 and	 the	
requirement	 for	 the	 existence	 of	 mountaineering	 (as	 a	 peculiar	 group	 of	
sports	activities).	Mountaineering	presupposes	pluralism	of	approaches	to	the	




















there	 is	no	 room	for	 forgiveness	and	giving	a	second	chance.	Putting	your	
teammate	 at	 risk	 (e.g.	 by	 inadequate	 belaying	 in	 climbing	game	 or	 by	 not	
giving	help	 and	 support	 in	medical	 emergencies	or	danger),	 destruction	or	
degradation	of	some	habitat,	especially	of	some	endemic	plants	or	animals	
(e.g.	 by	 taking	 edelweiss	 as	 a	 souvenir),	 damaging	 the	 climbing	 routes	 by	
SYNTHESIS	PHILOSOPHICA	
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a	destroyed	climbing	route	because	 it	 is	analogous	with	 the	destroyed	path	
or	trail	they	are	sometimes	faced	with.	A	climber	understands	the	hikers	rag-
ing	on	irresponsible	excursionist	who	pollutes	some	source	of	water	by	some	





ing.	 A	 multiday	 hike	 in	 the	 mountains	 and	
other	 wilderness	 areas,	 especially	 off	 the	









for	 technical	 rock	 climbing	 is	 made	 acces-
sible	 through	an	elaborate	 infrastructure	and	
special	 protection	 systems.”	 (UIAA,	 2002:	
Annex	2)
24
“A	 mountaineer	 in	 this	 category	 will	 rock	
climb	up	to	a	standard	of	UIAA	grade	3	and	
ascend	 up	 to	 50-degree	 snow	 and	 ice.	 The	
typical	 goals	 in	 this	 category	 of	 climbing	
are	 the	 regular	 routes	of	peaks	 in	 the	alpine	
zone.”	(UIAA,	2002:	Annex	2)
25
“The	 adherents	 of	 this	 classic	 form	 of	 alpi-
nism	 use	 alpine	 or	 telemark	 skis	 to	 hike	 up	
mountains	 or	 traverse	 entire	 ranges.	 Due	 to	







has	 proved	 helpful	 in	 describing	 the	 many	




at	 hand	 difficult	 –	 and	 thereby	 interesting.	
The	greater	the	danger	in	a	particular	climb-
ing	game	due	to	the	natural	environment,	the	
more	 lenient	 the	 restrictions	 for	 the	 use	 of	
technical	equipment.	The	lower	the	objective	
dangers,	 the	 stricter	 its	 ‘rules’	 get.”	 (UIAA,	
2002:	Annex	2)	“Climbing	games”	are	further	
differentiated	 by	 sort	 (bouldering,	 climbing	
on	artificial	objects,	 crag	 climbing,	 continu-





There	 are	 several	 interesting	 academic	 ap-
proaches	 to	 mountaineering:	 from	 historical	
point	 of	 view	 (cf.	 Hansen,	 2013),	 from	 the	
perspective	of	cultural	history	of	 fascination	











practices,	 the	 need	 for	 finding	 a	 generally	
shared	 worldview	 is	 evident.	 Thus,	 Kevin	
Krein	is	 trying	in	the	book	length,	and	from	
the	 perspective	 of	 more	 extreme	 “nature	
sports”	to	answer	the	central	question	of	the	




ship	 to	 the	 natural	 world?	 How	 do	 the	 ac-
tivities	in	which	we	participate	influence	our	












Grounding the Philosophy of 
Mountaineering as a Unique Enterprise
We	can	affirm	the	thesis	that	a	peculiar	philosophy	connects	(or	should	con-
nect)	 the	 members	 of	 the	 mountaineering	 community.	 Bioethical	 elements	

















Mountaineering	 shows	 itself	 as	 a	 life	 philosophy	 caught	 between	 sports	
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Igor Eterović
Između sporta i bioetike: 
zasnivanje filozofije planinarstva
Sažetak
Planinarstvo obuhvaća velik broj aktivnosti, postajući krovni pojam za skup aktivnosti na otvo-
renom. Iako kategorizirano kao sport, planinarstvo se uvriježenoj definiciji sporta opire, a 
pogotovo glavnoj struji shvaćanja sporta kao natjecateljske aktivnosti. S druge strane, etička 
pitanja o sportu ne pokrivaju većinu planinarskih praksi, što za sobom povlači potrebu za ši-
rom normativnom perspektivom – bioetičkom analizom. Argumentira se da takav pristup može 
zasnovati mogućnost razumijevanja planinarstva kao posebne vrste sporta i razlučiti njegova 
posebna svojstva korištenjem bioetičke analize. Pokazuje se da je planinarstvo jedinstven sport, 
ali i da planinarstvo udjeljuje i promiče autentičnu filozofiju sporta, oprimjerujući odista bio-
etički pogled na svijet. Planinar je vođen jedinstvenim skupom sržnih vrijednosti sabranih pod 
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Igor Eterović
Zwischen Sport und Bioethik: 
Grundwissen zur Philosophie des Bergsteigens
Zusammenfassung
Bergsteigen umfasst eine Vielzahl von praktiken und wird zum Oberbegriff für eine Reihe 
menschlicher Aktivitäten im Freien. Obwohl Bergsteigen als Sport eingestuft wird, widersetzt 
es sich der Standarddefinition des Sports und insbesondere der vorherrschenden Richtung im 
Verständnis des Sports als Wettkampfaktivität. Auf der anderen Seite decken die geläufigen 
ethischen Fragen in Bezug auf Sport nicht die überwiegende Mehrheit der Bergsteigerpraktiken 
ab, weshalb eine breitere normative perspektive erforderlich ist – eine bioethische Analyse. es 
wird argumentiert, dass ein solcher Ansatz die Möglichkeit begründen könnte, das Bergsteigen 
als eine besondere Sportart aufzufassen und seine besonderen Merkmale durch die Verwendung 
bioethischer Analyse zu differenzieren. Auf diese Weise wird gezeigt, dass Bergsteigen ein ein-
zigartiger Sport ist, aber auch, dass Bergsteiger eine authentische Lebensphilosophie teilen und 
fördern, die eine fürwahr bioethische Weltanschauung exemplifiziert. Der Bergsteiger lässt sich 
von einer einzigartigen Reihe von Grundwerten leiten, die unter dem Begriff zusammengefasst 




Entre sport et bioéthique : 
fonder une philosophie de l’alpinisme
Résumé
L’alpinisme comprend un grand nombre de pratiques et est ainsi devenu un terme générique 
pour un ensemble d’activités en plein air. Bien que l’alpinisme soit catégorisé comme un sport, 
il résiste à la définition classique de sport en tant que qu’activité de compétition. De plus, les 
questions habituelles d’éthique concernant le sport ne couvrent pas la grande majorité des 
pratiques de l’alpinisme, ce qui nous contraint à réfléchir à une perspective normative plus 
large – une analyse bioéthique. Nous affirmons qu’une telle approche peut permettre de com-
prendre l’alpinisme comme un genre de sport particulier et de différencier ses caractéristiques 
particulières en se servant d’une analyse bioéthique. Ainsi, en illustrant un regard sur le monde 
véritablement bioéthique, nous montrons que l’alpinisme est un sport unique, et que l’alpinisme 
partage et promeut une authentique vie philosophique. L’alpiniste est guidé par un ensemble 
unique de valeurs fondamentales rassemblées dans ce que l’on pourrait et ce que l’on devrait 
appeler une philosophie de l’alpinisme.
Mots-clés
alpinisme,	sport,	bioéthique,	analyse	philosophique,	philosophie	de	l’alpinisme
